THE AMERICAN NOVEL

he began to reason he was less than half himself. He had
to have a story to tell, and during these ten years he produced
nothing of the sort but Free and Other Stones (1918), some
of them written earlier. Year after year his publishers an-
nounced a forthcoming novel to be called The Bulwark. Then
in 1925 came An American Tragedy, his great masterpiece
and his great success.

The story was based upon the actual trial of Chester Gil-
lette for the murder of Grace Brown in 1906. Dreiser so ex-
tended and elevated it that what had been a minor tragedy
in Herkirner County came to seem a matter for the whole
nation. He went back in the life of Clyde Grijffiths (as Gil-
lette is called in the novel) to a time when he was twelve,
innocent and well-behaved, in the care of pious parents. If
he has ambitions, they are no more than every American boy
is encouraged to have* He should rise in the world and make
his mark in it. But nobody tells him how to rise. His father
and mother are unworldly and ineffectual. He has little school-
ing. His work as a bell-boy in a large hotel in Kansas City
brings him every day in contact with careless money and
easy habits, tantalizing him- In another country he might
have been satisfied with his place in life, In the United States
this would have been lack of enterprise, Clyde has no re-
sources in his own mind, nor any work to be deeply interested
in. Lacking a definite character, he is pulled here and there
by circumstances. He has an indefinite, hungry longing for
a world of luxury and beauty from which he feels shut out
and which is all the more tempting for that reason. His theory
of success, as in itself a merit, confirms his longing. The tra-
ditional American ideas of democratic equality and of the
worth of plain people have less effect on him than the enor-
mous pressure of modern advertising, which insists that he
must have this or that if he is to respect himself or to be
happy. Nobody tells him what to be* Everybody tells him
what to have.